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GOD  IN  THE  EARTHQUAKE,  WIND  AND  FIRE 
(Read  I  Kings  19:9-12) 


If  we  could  have  God  on  our  own  terms  we  would 
prefer  that  he  come  to  us  as  he  came  to  the  prophet 
Elijah,  in  a  still  small  voice „   Some  of  us  have  heard 
that  voice ,  perhaps  around  a  lake,  or  on  a  walk  through 
the  park  after  a  heavy  rain,,  perhaps  in  the  quiet  of 
an  almost  empty  church  -  the  still  small  voice „ 

But  God  doesn't  always  come  that  way.   Being  the 
Lord  of  history  that  he  is,  he  comes  to  us  at  times 
and  speaks  through  the  turbulence  of  events .  We  live 
in  such  a  time .  The  still  small  voice  of  calm  has 
given  way  to  earthquake,  wind  and  firee 

The  earth  quakes  steadily  these  days,,  Only  a  bro- 
ken or  unwilling  seismograph  could  fail  to  pick  it  up0 
Foundations  that  once  were  thought  to  be  secure  are 
crumbling,  or  at  least  being  tested e   Some  of  us  have 
heard  Handel's  "Messiah"  many  times9  We  have  watched 
a  tenor  in  tuxedo  rise  to  sing  those  words  from  Haggai, 
"For  thus  saith  the  Lord  of  hosts?  Once  again,  in  a 
little  while,  I  will  shake  the  heavens  and  the  earth 
and  the  sea  and  the  dry  landj  and  I  will  shake  all  na- 
tions, and  the  desire  of  all  nations  shall  come,  and  I 
will  fill  this  house  with  glory,  saith  the  Lord  of 
hosts/'  (Haggai  2:6-9)  Those  words  are  no  longer  sim- 
ply poetic  expressions  set  to  music 0  They  are  fast  be- 
coming fact  right  before  our  eyes*, 

The  Psalmist  who  lived  in  a  day  when  many  believed 
that  the  earth  was  perched  on  water  said,  "He  hath 
founded  it  upon  the  seas  and  established  it  upon  the 
floods o"   (Ps  24:2)  Even  though  we  have  advanced  beyond 
that  primitive  cosmology  we  still  know  the  feeling. 
The  earth  that  we  once  thought  so  durable  and  poised 
reels  like  a  giant  beach  ball  on  a  sea  of  angry  waves* 


Institutions  that  we  had  trusted  and  relied  upon 
are  beginning  to  have  their  durability  tested.   In  our 
desperation  we  look  towards  God  and  ask  "Why  doesn't 
he  stop  the  shaking?"  But  the  troubling  answer  comes 
back  "What  if  the  shaking  is  of  God?" 

"The  old  order  change th 

yielding  place  to  new. 

And  God  fulfills  himself 
in  many  ways 

Lest  one  good  custom 

should  corrupt  the  world „ "  i 

And  as  if  that  were  not  enough,  there  are  mighty 
winds  now  blowing .  Venerable  institutions  are  being 
ventilated •  These  new  winds  are  asserting  themselves 
with  provocative  fury0   Old  balances  of  power,  old  pre- 
judices, old  assumptions  regarding  privilege,  old  forms 
of  authority  are  being  challenged  and  interrogated 
every  hour  of  the  daye 

Dro  Eugene  Jennings  was  commenting  on  this  impa- 
tience with  the  old  authority  when  he  said,  "There  is 
one  type  of  boss  who  drives  away  almost  every  young 
man  or  woman  who  comes  his  way.  Unfortunately  he  hap- 
pens to  be  like  the  majority  of  my  generation ,   He  was 
taught  to  obey  first  and  think  second .  If  you  diagram 
his  character  you  will  find  that  he  operates  more  by 
rule s-of- thumb  and  principles  than  by  perception, 
learning  and  facto  The  younger  generation  is  just  the 
opposite.  They  are  the  why'  whys  J  They  distrust  rules 
and  suspect  that  men  who  shout  rules  are  incompetent. 
They  go  for  facts,  for  analysis  of  the  problem „  They 
were  raised  to  think  first  and  obey  second „ "  — 

The  maddening  thing  about  these  winds  is  that  they 
cannot  be  controlled  by  man,   For  as  the  Scriptures 
tell  us,  "The  wind  blows  where  it  wills,  and  you  hear 
the  sound  of  it,  but  you  do  not  know  whence  it  comes 
or  whither  it  goes..."  (John  3:8a)  We  can  call  this 
age  whatever  we  wish  to  call  it,  but  we  surely  cannot 
call  it  dull  or  stuffy. 
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With  the  quaking  of  the  ground  and  the  roaring  of 
the  wind  there  is  also  fire  -  the  fire  of  judgment  and 
purgation I  The  little  man  has  struck  his  tents  and  is 
on  the  march .  Most  of  us  who  have  been  so  thoroughly 
preoccupied  with  seeing  the  world  in  terms  of  east  and 
west^  communism  and  capitalism^  Moscow  and  Washington^ 
are  now  becoming  aware  that  there  is  a  Third  Worlds 
comprised  of  the  people  of  Asia  and  Africa  and  South 
America^  a  world  that  is  rising  up  in  protest  and  judg- 
ment* 

I  am  inclined  to  agree  that  much  of  the  dissent 
on  our  college  and  university  campuses  these  days  has 
moral  character  to  it.  Young  people  by  the  thousands 
in  this  country  are  concerned  about  Vietnam •  Many  of 
them  dropped  out  of  school  last  year  to  work  in  poli= 
ties  hoping  that  their  case  would  be  taken  seriously 
by  one  of  the  major  parties .  What  must  we  expect  their 
reaction  to  have  been^  when  having  labored  long  and 
sacrificially  with  all  the  limitations  of  budget  and 
time  imposed  upon  them,  they  found  that  come  November 
there  was  no  candidate  with  a  serious  chance  of  win™ 
ning  who  represented  that  growing  point  of  view»  They 
are  concerned  about  universities  that  are  too  closely 
tied  to  the  military  complex  in  this  country .  They 
are  reacting  at  times  with  violence^  against  our  un- 
fairness toward  the  casualties  of  our  economic  system 9 

Adlai  Stevenson  commenting  on  the  fact  that  we 
should  always  welcome  in  our  society  people  who  are 
yeasty  and  capable  of  causing  ferment  saidj  "While  I 
am  not  in  favor  of  maladjustment  j,  I  view  this  eultiva~ 
tion  of  neutrality,  this  breeding  of  mental  neuters^ 
this  hostility  to  eccentricity  and  controversy!,  with 
grave  misgivings*  One  looks  back  with  dismay  at  the 
possibility  of  a  Shakespeare,  perfectly  adjusted  to 
bourgeois  life  in  Stratford,,  a  Wesley  contentedly  ad- 
ministering a  country  parish,  George  Washington  going 
to  London  to  receive  a  barony  from  George  XIX,  or 
Abraham  Lincoln  prospering  in  Springfield  with  nary  a 
concern  for  preservation  for  the  crumbling  Union •"  3 
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Our  problems  rise  from  the  untenable  notion  that 
vhat  we  have  grown  accustomed  to  we  are  entitled  to» 
But  now  our  privileges,  our  power  and  our  wealth  are 
being  questioned  -  if  not  in  the  name  of  God,  at  least 
in  the  name  of  man 0 

***** 

What  do  we  do?  Recognizing  as  Christians  that  God 
is  the  Lord  of  history,  believe ing  with  all  our  hearts 
that  he  has  a  will  for  the  world  as  well  as  a  will  for 
individuals  withir   that  world,  it  becomes  us  to  listen 
to  what  God  is  saying  through  the  events  of  our  time0 
As  we  listens  we  listen  in  the  presence  of  the  one  whom 
we  call  Lordo  And  as  we  listen  in  the  presence  of 
Jesus  Christ  we  hear  the  overtones  of  Mary's  magnificat. 
We  hear  the  strong  lines  from  the  prophet  that  Jesus 
read  as  he  gave  his  own  job  description  in  the  syna= 
gogue  in  Nazareth .  (Lk4sl8=19)  We  hear  the  story  of 
the  last  judgment?   "Inasmuch  as  ye  have  done  it  unto 
one  of  the  least  of  these  my  brethren ,  ye  have  done  it 
unto  me,"  (Mt  25?^0) 

I  say  it  is  in  the  presence  of  this  Christ  and  not 
simply  out  of  an  awareness  of  privileges  that  we  do  not 
wish  to  yields  that  we  listen  to  the  voice  of  God  in 
the  turbulence  of  our  time0  All  of  us  may  hear  some- 
thing just  a  little  bit  different  from  the  next  man0 
But  I  want  to  tell  you  what  I  am  hearing  as  I  try  in  a 
stumbling  way  to  stand  at  the  side  of  Christ  and  listen 
to  the  world o  The  message  that  keeps  coming  through 
to  me  is  this,  "Love  without  justice  is  a  mockery,," 

The  story  of  God's  love  is  the  greatest  story  ever 
toldo   "God  so  loved  the  world  that  He  gave  His  only 
begotten  son/'  (John  3sl6)  What  could  be  more  meaning- 
ful, more  precious,  more  worthy  of  belief?  And  there 
are  enormous  changes  that  can  take  place  in  your  life 
and  mine  when  we  open  the  door  to  our  hearts  to  let 
this  love  come  in0 

The  tragedy  is  that  the  church,  in  trying  to  tell 
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the  story  of  this  love,  has  been  neglectful  of  justice 
in  the  nation  and  in  the  world 0  Consequently,  the 
gospel  of  Jesus  Christ  has  been  discredited  not  by  its 
enemies  but  by  its  so-called  friends .  And  the  church 
that  was  meant  to  be  the  body  of  the  living  God  has 
been  discarded  as  irrelevento 

Jesus  taught  that  we  have  a  responsibility  to  God 
and  Caesar o  Most  ministers  when  they  get  after  their 
congregations  homiletically  criticize  them  for  not  giv- 
ing God  his  due0  It's  time  we  had  some  preaching  in 
this  country  that  would  remind  ue  of  our  obligation  to 
Caesar  -  the  temporal  order ,  the  state,  the  structures 
that  shape  our  life  together «,  The  church  for  too  long 
has  been  majoring  in  the  minor » 

There  is  a  story ,  a  true  one*,  about  a  minister 
who  went  to  a  major  league  baseball  game  on  a  pass  from 
the  management o  The  city  in  which  this  team  was  loca- 
ted was  boiling  with  racial  strife 0  Long  about  the 
third  or  fourth  inning  a  foul  ball  came  down  the  third 
base  line  where  this  minister  was  seated 0  As  luck 
would  have  it  he  reached  out  along  with  others,,  as  much 
in  self  defense  as  anything,  and,,  presto^  he  had  a  nice 
new  baseball  in  his  hand0  Well,  his  conscience  began 
to  bother  him0  He  was  there  on  a  free  ticket «,  The 
baseball  had  surely  cost  the  management  something 0  The 
rest  of  the  game  was  rather  nervously  enjoyed  as  he 
fought  his  conscience  problem  oute  'When  he  got  home 
he  found  out  that  baseballs  were  worth  $2o75  apiece . 
Feeling  a  bit  sanctimonious  about  it  he  wrote  a  letter 
to  the  management  and  forwarded  a  check  for  $2^75^  say- 
ing  "It  isn't  fair  that  I  should  be  there  free  and  keep 
your  ball „ "  The  management  answered  back  and  said, 
"Why  don't  you  put  your  conscience  to  work  on  more  im- 
portant things ." 

This  is  where  we  have  beeno  We  have  been  culti- 
vating the  private  virtues,  and  all  the  while  been  in- 
attentive to  a  system  that,  far  from  being  neutral,  has 
been  working  damage  on  millions  of  our  people,  and  we 
know  it.  We  talk  about  peace,  but  we  do  not  study  the 
things  that  make  for  peace,  and  this  is  hypocrisy „ 


Alan  Pat on  said,  "I  see  no  hope  for  the  peace  of 
society  or  the  peace  of  the  world  so  long  as  this  fear 
of  change  is  so  powerful.  And  this  fear  will  remain 
powerful  so  long  as  the  one  side  has  so  much  to  gain 
and  the  other  so  much  to  lose.,"  z 

The  churches  of  this  country  have  been  operating 
on  what  I  call  an  "Area  Code"  theology*  In  the  church, 
the  church  buildings,  within  the  organizations  of  the 
church  God  is  big  and  relevant.  But  the  whole  swelter- 
ing field  of  politics  and  the  field  of  economics  where 
life-making  or  life -breaking  decisions  are  made  each 
day  we  have  zoned  off  to  someone  else .  That '  s  somebody 
else's  area  I  The  God  who  is  coming  to  us  in  earthquake, 
wind  and  fire  is  confronting  us,  at  least  this  preacher, 
with  the  question,  "Do  you  or  do  you  not  believe  that 
I  am  Lord  of  all  the  earth?" 

The  hypocrisy  of  our  stance  is  gathered  for  us 
beautifully  by  David  Head  in  a  kind  of  mock  litany. 
"We  miserable  owners  of  increasingly  luxurious  cars, 
and  ever -expanding  television  screens,  do  most  humbly 
pray  for  that  two-thirds  of  the  world's  population 
which  is  under-nourished.  The  congregation  replies, 
'You  can  do  all  things,  0  God.'  We  who  seek  to  main- 
tain a  shaky  civilization  do  pray  most  earnestly  that 
the  countries  which  suffer  exploitation  may  not  be 
angry  with  the  exploiters,  that  the  hungry  may  not  har- 
bour resentment  against  those  who  have  food,  that  the 
down-trodden  may  take  it  patiently,  that  the  nations 
with  empty  larders  may  prefer  starvation  to  communism, 
that  the  'have  not'  countries  may  rejoice  in  the  pros- 
perity of  those  that  have,  and  that  all  people  who  have 
been  deeply  insulted  and  despised  may  have  short  memories. 
'You  can  do  all  things,  0  God.'"  5 

*  *  *  *  # 

We  must  learn  to  use  the  power  that  we  have,  the 
power  of  persuasion,  the  power  of  our  wealth,  the  power 
of  our  personal  influence  on  behalf  of  those  who  need 
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usa  And  perhaps  by  being  attentive  to  the  claims  of 
justice  we  will  win  a  hearing  for  the  gospel  of  God8s 
abiding  loveo  For  man  cannot  live  by  structures  alone 9 
no  matter  how  perfect  they  bec  In  the  deep  of  the 
heart  he  needs  to  be  at  peace  with  himself 9   with  his 
neighbor  and  with  his  Godo 

For  years  we  have  sung  all  over  the  country  those 
lines  of  John  Greenleaf  Whittiers 

Let  flesh  be  dumb^ 

Let  sense  retire^ 

Speak  through  the  earthquake s 

Wind  and  fire „ 

Now  God  answers  our  prayer 9   and  says  ffI  wills" 


CLOSING  FRAYER 

0  God j,  whose  mercy  is  more  vital  to 
us  than  the  air  we  breathe „ 
Forgive  what  we  have  been^ 
correct  what  we  are  and  order 
what  we  shall  be0 

In  His  name  whose  is  the  kingdom 
and  the  power  and  the  glory 
Forever • 

Amen6 
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